


























































When children heal the city





Today, as human civilization around the world is on the verge of major 
collapse, certain points in common can be seen among the various ac-
tivities in the fields of ecology, democracy, and art. This series reexam-
ines the issues of the environment, society and the heart from an even 


















































Among Tonucci’s illustrations is a car occupying the side-
walk, and a discontent child saying, “The sidewalk belongs 
to me!” The photo above shows the tyrannical way cars are 
parked today.
Photo by Yosuke Taki
トヌッチ氏自ら描いたポスターなどが壁に並ぶ「認識の科学とテクノ
ロジー研究所」のオフィスで。
The office of the Institute of Cognitive Sciences and Technolo-
gies with walls lined with posters and other material drawn by 
Tonucci himself.




“Please excuse the disturbance. Children at Play.” Tonucci’s illustrations appeal 
to the importance of children’s play by imitating “Men at Work” signs. It is used 









































Scene from a Children’s Council held in a room at Rome’s 






































April 12, 2006. With Rome’s former mayor Walter Veltroni. 
Members of the Children’s Council attending the Rome City 




































































Proposed by the Children’s Council in Rome, a campaign to promote the rights of pedestri-
ans over cars called “Pedestrian’s First!” was held from 2003 to 2005. The photograph is from 
the 2003 experimental stage (participated in by 19 schools). Children handed out personally 
signed traffic fines to adults whose parking and driving behavior didn’t respect pedestrians. 
The illustration on the right is a fine saying, “You are an inconsiderate person.” This illustra-















Children playing in public space (March 22, 2005). They are playing on 
the sidewalk to celebrate the revoking of a rule by the Rome City Police 
that said it was forbidden to play in public spaces. This reversal was due 
to protests by the Children’s Council.
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Streets with no children
Child psychologist Francesco Tonucci is also a cartoon artist 
and veteran researcher at the Institute of Cognitive Sciences 
and Technologies, an organization that deals with children’s 
issues at Italy’s National Council of Research. Tonucci’s car-
toons, drawn from the perspective of children, are always full 
of bright irony. At a certain point in his research, Francesco 
Tonucci began to study children as citizens living in the city. 
Although it may appear that children are coddled in contem-
porary Italian cities, Tonucci realized that they are in fact ne-
glected and excluded, and also concluded that their ostracism 
and the worsening of the urban environment are actually two 
sides of the same coin.
On the Italian streets you almost never see children walk-
ing by themselves without an adult present. It’s rare to see 
children playing in town squares or playgrounds without 
adult supervision. In Italy, even elementary and junior high 
school students are taken to school by a parent or babysit-
ter. As Tonucci points out, many children don’t really experi-
ence the city they live in, and just know such junctures as the 
home, school, or after-school lesson. What does this contem-
porary change in children’s living environment mean?
The world outside the home as a dangerous place
The reason parents don’t let their children walk alone on the 
streets is because the world outside the home―including 
streets, squares, courtyards, and playgrounds―has gradually 
come to be seen as a dangerous place, much like the forest 
that surrounded a medieval town. Tonucci explains: “Original-
ly born as a place for meeting and interacting, the city in the 
last fifty years has discovered that its spaces have commer-
cial value, and in the pursuit of pure profit has discarded such 
concepts as health, happiness, symbiosis, and a balanced life.”
Moreover, the automobile’s monopoly on the main role 
in the city is another contributor, and has led to children, the 
elderly, the physically challenged and the powerless being 
excluded from the contemporary city as “the other.” Public 
spaces were once essentially accessible to everyone, linking 
homes and making community possible. Now, however, they 
have become spaces of exclusion.
Returning children to the city
Tonucci says the experiences of children to play freely with-
out adult supervision while braving a certain amount of risk 
is decisive to children’s growth. Their inability to undergo that 
kind of experience exerts a strikingly bad influence on the 
development of their cognitive abilities and social skills, and 
becomes the source of numerous problems during adoles-
cence. At the same time the absence of children is an index 
of the overall crisis of the urban living environment. Tonucci 
says that if we equip the city so that children can return to it, 
then a good environment for all the socially powerless will 
be born, and all citizens will enjoy safe urban living. Treating 
the weakest members of society as the basic parameter is the 
starting point of this egalitarian project.
Children and city administration
Tonucci and his staff employed a bold plan in The City of Chil-
dren project in which the city administration becomes direct-
ly involved with the children. Tonucci talks about why chil-
dren are suitable representatives of the city. “By bringing the 
administration’s perspective down to children’s eye level so 
that nobody is missed, various ‘others’ can be included in the 
field of vision.”
Since 1991, three types of programs under the two head-
ings “participation” and “autonomy” have been carried out. 
There are two kinds of “participation” programs, the Children’s 
Council program that creates meetings in which adults ac-
knowledge the ideas and rights of children, and the Design 
Proposal program where the opinions of children are utilized 
in the design of street facilities and furniture. In the “auton-
omy” program children go to school on their own. The main 
goal of these programs is not, however, the education of chil-
dren; it is a political project that attempts to change society 
while revising children’s rights and status in the contempo-
rary city. 
The Children’s Council
Children’s Councils comprise twenty to thirty students select-
ed by lottery or similar method, taking one boy and one girl 
from each elementary school in the city. They are venues that 
make decisions, under the guidance of councilors, on propos-
als from a childlike perspective to be brought to the tables of 
adult conferences. Adult councils from the municipalities take 
on the duty of examining the children’s proposals.
The topics taken up at monthly meetings are not neces-
sarily problems that affect children only. The tasks of Chil-
dren’s Councils have been to change the city and challenge 
adult administrations. At present, there are approximately 100 










Signs that indicate school routes for children (Fano city).
子供の設計した遊び場のプラン（1993年、ファーノ市）。実
に多様な要素に溢れている。
Plan for a playground designed by children (Fano 
city, 1993). It is full of diverse elements.
イタリアによくある子供用の遊び場。いかに
も遊び甲斐はないが監視しやすいスペース。
Typical children’s playground in Italy. Al-
though there is not much worth playing 
with, the space is easy to supervise.
Photo by Yosuke Taki
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ies around the world including in Spain and South America.
In listening to the children’s proposals, it is important for 
the administrations to learn to be humble, curious, and recep-
tive in order to accept the opinions of children who are full of 
different ideas and perspectives. The councilors are required 
to take a childlike perspective and properly understand the 
voice of the children’s hearts brimming with unpredictabil-
ity and creativity. According to Tonucci, we should take note 
when children say something that “takes us aback.” At a Chil-
dren’s Council in Asti, when the children were imitating adults 
and stressing the necessity of a parking lot, one of them said, 
“There are no places for children to play because there are too 
many parking lots; why don’t we go 50/50 on this?” It’s not a 
question of having a majority. What’s important is getting ev-
eryone to understand the importance of that kind of opinion, 
even if it’s held by only one person.
There are even cases in which proposals by the Children’s 
Councils have actually brought some changes in city admin-
istrations. For example, one provision in the municipal traffic 
law of Rome that said it’s forbidden to play in public spaces, 
but Children’s Councils protested that it went against a stipu-
lation of the International Convention on the Rights of the 
Child that said “Children have the right to play,” and the item 
was changed to “The city of Rome encourages playing activi-
ties in public spaces.”
Design Proposal
In the Design Proposal program, children make proposals 
about public spaces such as playgrounds and design furniture 
appropriate for them under the supervision of councilors and 
a specialist (designer, architect).
For example, the typical children’s playground in Italy has 
two or three pieces of playground equipment such as slides 
and swings with a rubber surface installed on the ground. 
The method of play is simple and there are no places to hide. 
This design reflects the supervisory intent of adults.
The playgrounds conceived by children on the other hand 
are equipped with towers and ponds, and are composed of 
various materials including wood and stone. “Can’t you make 
us a place that is rich in variation and has the potential for di-
verse kinds of play?” the children say. “Let us play as we like. 
We’ll think of something.”
The success of this program depends on whether or not 
adults can get the children to talk about their true wishes. For 
example, if you ask them what kinds of playground equip-
ment they want there’s a chance they will ask for the same 
things that adults usually provide, but if you ask them how 
they like to play, you can infer what kind of playground they 
truly want.
We go to school on our own
This program began in Fano in the 1994 - 1995 academic 
year. It encourages elementary school children to go to and 
from school on their own. Before this experiment began, 
68% of the children in the city of Fano went to school by car 
while 12% were accompanied on foot, meaning 80% of stu-
dents had not been going to school by themselves. First, a 
questionnaire was given to the students and their guardians 
and possible routes to school were determined while mak-
ing preparations and checking out the area where the experi-
ment would take place. Points needing special attention were 
confirmed. The city, in some cases, also painted special colors 
and signals on the sidewalk on the children’s routes.
In addition, traffic policemen, elderly people and shop 
owners on the route were selected to be the “children’s allies,” 
and through their cooperation a safe route was secured that 
involved the area’s residents. This was done because elimi-
nating the mistrust of the parents was above all the largest 
barrier.
The results of going to school without a companion were 
quite large. In many cities, children acquired autonomy and 
self confidence, and the parents discovered their children 
had some surprising abilities. Not only did this lessen the par-
ents’ duties to take the children to and from school, it also 
strengthened the previously weak feelings of connection and 
community in the area, and people reported that public order 
had improved. At Rosario, near Buenos Aires, Argentina, the 
number of crimes in the area decreased by 50% since an iden-
tical project began there. These figures are surprising in light 
of the fact the massive introduction of expensive TV cameras 
in London has reduced crime by only 3%.
Somatology (Ecology) of the city
Tonucci is resolute about the importance of using the Chil-
dren’s Council and Direct Involvement Planning programs not 
necessarily to build new playgrounds but to return children 
to public spaces such as courtyards, squares and streets in 
all areas of the city. By having the children return, the other 
citizens will also return, and a sense of life will come back to 
public spaces throughout the town.
Listening to what Tonucci has to say, I began to see the 
city as somewhat akin to a somatologic or an ecological sys-
tem. The numerous houses are like the cells of an organ-
ism, and the public spaces that run in-between them are like 
blood vessels or energy channels and it is the children mov-
ing in those spaces who function like red blood cells provid-
ing oxygen and vitality. Tonucci is actually treating the city as 
a natural organism and attempting to heal it. The differences 
between this and urban development through architecture 
are crystal clear. The insight and conviction demonstrated by 
Tonucci who believes more deeply than anyone in the latent 
healing power of children have discovered a healing method 
(ecology) for a sustainable city, much like eastern medicine, 
by valuing children, the smallest, most fragile yet strongest of 





Yosuke Taki is a stage director, artist, and critic. Has resided in Italy since 1988. In addition to his 
theater work, Taki organizes exhibitions, mainly focusing on photography, in various locales. As an 
author he has penned such works as Achille Castiglioni: Designing as pursuit of freedom (AXIS). 
写真提供／認識の科学とテクノロジー研究所




A seal for sticking on cooperating stores along the 
school route in the “We go to school on our own” pro-
gram. It says, “We are allies of the children.” (Pesaro city)
